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Targets for this Session

n Understand why identifying essential standards 
leads to a guaranteed and viable curriculum.

n Investigate ways for teams to do this important 
work. 

n Discuss how high performing teams use essential 
standards to assure that all students learn at high 
levels.
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Goals/Initiatives

Aims of  the
School and District

Random Acts of  Improvement

Goals/Initiatives

Aims of  the
School and District

Aligned Acts of  Improvement
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Put Your Heads Together

– Form a small group of learning 
partners (2–5).

– Introduce yourselves.

– What has been your experience 
if any, with professional learning 
communities?
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Critical Questions Teams Ask

n What do we want students to know and be 
able to do?

n How will we know if they can?
n What will we do if they can’t?
n What will we do if they already can?

—DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker (2008)
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Essential Standards

Essential standards are the standards students 
must know and be able to do by the end of the 
year. Common formative assessments are based 
on these standards. They are often called power 
or priority standards. You guaranteed that 
students who do not (yet) master these 
standards receive more time and support. 
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Unit Plan With Assessments
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Developing a Unit Plan to Include Common Formative Assessments 
 
 

 
 

5 Days to Teach Targets 1-3 
Team 

Meeting 
to Plan 

 

CFA-1 
Teach 

Target 4 

Team 
Meeting 
to Plan 

 

Response 
Day 7 Days to Teach Targets 5-7 

CFA-1 
Teach 

Target 8 

Response 
Day 

5 Days to Teach Targets 9-11 
(including one flexible day 

End of 
Unit Test 

Team 
Meeting 
to Plan 
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In a School With Three                              
Fifth-Grade Classrooms 
n Mrs. Smith
n Mrs. Jones
n Mr. Williams
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Why It’s Important



Why Essential Standards?
English: Grade 3
n Six strands: Literature, informational text, 

foundational skills, writing,                         
speaking and listening, language

n 90 grade-specific skills: Determine the 
main idea of a text; recount the 
key details and explain how 
they support the main idea. 

You do the math!
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“Our students need us to know their 
experiences over the course of time. They need 
us to know what's really going on in their daily 
classes as they move among teachers and 
subjects. They need us to know and give 
credence to their work from year to year.” 

—Jacobs (1997)
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All Standards Are 
Not Equal!
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Prioritization, Not Elimination
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Consider These Kindergarten 
Standards
n With prompting and support, name the 

author and illustrator of a story and 
define the role of each in telling the 
story.

n Demonstrate basic knowledge of one-to-
one letter-sound correspondences by 
producing the primary or many of the  
most frequent sound for each consonant
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The posts are the essential standards

and the rails are the supporting standards.



Essential Standards Criteria

Endurance

Leverage

Readiness for the 
next level of learning
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Endurance

Knowledge and skills of value 
beyond a single test date
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Endurance Examples

n Analyze multiple 
accounts of the same 
event or topic, noting 
important similarities 
and differences in the 
point of view they 
represent.(grade 5 
informational text).

n Recognize that in a 
multidigit whole 
number, a digit in one 
place represents 10 
times what it 
represents in the 
place to its right 
(grade 4).
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Leverage

Knowledge and skills of value   
in multiple disciplines
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Leverage Example

n Analyze the 
relationship between 
a primary and 
secondary source on 
the same topic (grades 
6–8, ELA for 
history/social studies).

n Solve unit rate 
problems including 
those involving unit 
pricing and constant 
speed (grade 6).
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Readiness for the Next
Level of Learning

Knowledge and skills that are 
necessary for success in the next 

grade level or the next level of 
instruction
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Readiness Example

n Demonstrate basic 
knowledge of one-to-
one letter-sound 
correspondences by 
producing the primary 
sound or many of the 
most frequent sounds 
for each consonant (K–
ELA).

n Understand the 
inverse relationship 
between exponents 
and logarithms and 
use this relationship  
to solve problems 
involving logarithms 
and exponents        
(high school 
functions).

SolutionTree.com  |  800.733.6786

Essential Standards Criteria

Endurance

Leverage

Readiness for the 
next level of learning

Would We Use Intervention Time 

to Re-teach This Standard?

Page 3
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The Team View
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The Team Process

n Team members should include all teachers 
who are teaching this course or grade level.

n Start by having each team member silently 
identify the standards they believe should be 
on the “essential” list.

n Once all team members have chosen their 
essential standards, the team must come to 
consensus on the final draft list.

Page 3
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Let’s Try It Out

n Choose one set of Informational Text 
standards: Grade 3, page 4; Grade 8, page 5, 
or page 11-12, page 6.

n Read each standard and mark those you 
believe meet one of the criteria: endurance, 
leverage, or readiness.

n Work with your elbow partners to try to 
reach consensus on which standards should 
be considered power standards.

Pages 4-6

Ways to Come to Consensus

n If everyone believes it’s “essential” or “not 
essential,” the decision is easy!

n If one or more teachers have a different opinion, 
listen to the reasons why or why not (is it introduced 
rather than mastered?).

n Read the standard for the grade levels before and 
after yours.

n Clarify why by using the criteria: endurance, 
leverage, and readiness.

n Consider if there are other standards that are similar.
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The Team Process
n Team members should include all teachers 

who are teaching this course or grade level.
n Start by having each team member silently 

identify the standards they believe should be 
on the “essential” list.

n Once all team members have chosen their 
essential standards, the team must come to 
consensus on the final draft list.

n Team members must be “students of the 
standards” by considering any blueprints or 
testing guides available.

Page 3
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Information Guides and Data

n PARCC and SMARTER Balanced 
Frameworks (e.g., “Not all of the content 
in a given grade is emphasized equally in 
all the standards…. Some clusters require 
greater emphasis than others based on 
the depth of the ideas.”)

n What are your current areas of strength 
and weakness in your own data?
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The School/
District View
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Vertical Alignment

n When each team has completed the 
process of choosing a draft set of 
essential standards, it is important that 
they take time to talk with those 
teachers before and after their grade 
level or course to make sure that there 
isn’t too much redundancy or gaps in 
what’s being assessed and guaranteed.
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The School or 
District View

n Post each subject area together—for all grade 
levels. In ELA post the reading standards 
together, the writing standards together, and 
the S/L together, and the language standards 
together.

n Have a representative from each team give an 
elevator (short) speech about what were the 
most important things their team discussed 
about these standards. Page 7
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The School or 
District View
n Group teams together to discuss the 

transition between grade levels or courses 
(e.g., K and 1 teams; Biology and Chemistry 
teams).

n Have the participants do a gallery asking the 
question: If students go through our school 
and ONLY learn these standards, will they be 
prepared to move on?
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Protocols for Vertical 
Alignment
n On pages 8-9, there are protocols for the 

vertical alignment process.
n The outcome of this step is a set of 

“draft” essential standards.
n Many schools and district publish these 

standards for parents and students.

Pages 8-9
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Decisions!

n Should this be done as a district or as a 
school?

District School
When students move within the 
district, they won’t lose instruction.

Every teacher is involved and has 
ownership in the results.

The district can align all their work to 
the essential standards.

The rich conversations about what 
the standards help everyone 
interpret them the same way.

The district keeps common 
expectations for all students.

Everyone is invested in the final 
product.
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Decisions!

n Should this be done as a district or as a 
school?

n Should we do this all at once or unit by 
unit?

All At Once Unit By Unit
It’s the beginning of the year 
and this would be a great way 
to get the work started.

Teams are in the middle of 
working on the work and 
would hesitate to stop the 
progress they are making.

Teams are struggling with 
their CFAs because they are 
trying to assess everything 
they teach.

Teams are ready to begin 
writing CFAs
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Using the Essential
Standards in the 

Work
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Misconception Alert!

Teachers will still teach all the 
standards for their courses or 
grade levels. 

Essential standards represent     
the standards that will be 
frequently and formatively 
assessed and that students will 
receive additional time and 
support for when they have 
not demonstrated mastery.
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Identifying essential standards
does not lower the rigor of  the 
curriculum.

Teachers should not choose the 
easiest standards. 

Rather, they should choose the 
most important and then 
establish high expectations for 
all students to achieve!
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Misconception Alert!
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Identifying essential standards
does not mean that teachers 
will become clones of each 
other. 

Teachers still choose to teach 
how they wish to teach. 

However, what they teach is 
agreed upon by the team.
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Misconception Alert!
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Essential Standards

Common Formative 
Assessments

Intervention/Enrichment

Using the Essential Standards 
in Our Work
n The Essential Standards are the Guaranteed 

and Viable Curriculum.
n Write and use common formative 

assessments to assure students have learned 
the essential standards.

n Use corrective instruction to provide time and 
support for students who haven’t yet learned 
the essentials.

n Focus intensive Interventions on the pre-
requisite essential standards. 
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Core Program

Supplemental Program

Pyramid of Interventions

Intensive
Program
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How could you accomplish this 
work at your own site? 

What barriers might you run 
into?
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What Comes Next?

n Establishing clarity and agreement between team 
members about what the standard means

n Understanding embedded learning targets
n Agreeing about the depth of knowledge students 

need
n Setting the foundation for knowing what to assess 

and do next with students
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Less Is More!
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Thank You!

To schedule professional 
development at your site, 

contact Solution Tree
at (800) 733-6786.


